Christians. such as Ali at-Taberi, or Jews, such as Isaac Israeli or the polymath Moses Maimonides. Similarly, the alternative title Arabic medicine takes no account of the Persian giants, Rhazes and Avicenna, or their Spanish successors including Avenzoar and Averroes.
A concise and authoritative guide to this vast and complex subject has at last been provided by Dr Ullmann. The author, though primarily an Arabic philologist, shows considerable insight into medical traditions and practices in the Middle East. He portrays the ingenuity and descriptive abilities of the 'Arabs' who, while enshrining and embellishing the ancient medical masterpieces (including those of India), were disinclined to experiment and innovate. As a result, Arabic medicine stagnated and became fossilized during the very period when Western medicine was emerging from the doldrums of the Middle Ages. Arabic preeminence in systematic theory as opposed to empirical practice is, however, evident throughout this book. Moreover, the infectious nature of plague and many other communicable diseases was recognized several centuries before European physicians were receptive to such ideas. Dr Ullman's book though very modestly priced is well-produced and illustrated. It can be thoroughly recommended as an introduction to a fascinating and exotic field of study.
S SELWYN

Reader in Medical Microbiology
Westminster Medical School (1977) 70, 594) , the present work develops some interesting -if unoriginal ideas on the demographic impact of smallpox and variolation ('inoculation'). Its central theme, taken from The Gentleman's Magazine of 1803, is that smallpox prevented population growth in Britain up to the mid-eighteenth century, due both to its high casemortality and allegedly adverse effects on male fertility. Widespread variolation is supposed to have removed this check and made the industrial revolution possible. However, the author's own confusingly assembled statistics show that the birthrate increased progressively after 1750, whereas widespread variolation only began after 1780, and was soon replaced by the far safer Jennerian vaccination. Only then did smallpox mortality fall appreciably. The author quaintly confesses that 'there is a certain degree of uncertainty about the reliability' of his evidence.
While constantly maligning the medical profession, he repeatedly misspeIls medical terms, and misunderstands essential concepts. Thus. in a key discussion of smaIlpox immunity he is apparently unaware of its cell-mediated basis, and he suggests that measles and smaIlpox are easily confused. The material is presented haphazardly (e.g. Chapter 8 should have been the Introduction). The bibliography omits publishers and places of origin, while abounding in untraceable 'op, cit.' references. There is no subject index, and the book is grossly overpriced.
SYDNEY SELWYN
Section Editor Section ofthe History of Medicine
Biochemical Methods in Medical Genetics SaIly Kelly pp 358 $17.50 Springfield, Ill.: Charles C Thomas 1977 This book is a compilation of technical procedures necessary for the diagnosis of a great many inherited metabolic diseases; it is very comprehensive and surprisingly detailed. However, in the hands of the amateur, however gifted, it paves the way to many pitfalls. For example, ndt all homocytinuric infants have methioninaemia, the reader is not warned of possible dietary interference with urinary oxalate determination, and, although the tests described for several named disorders of organic acid metabolism are satisfactory if positive, they should not be preferred to the now almost universally applied gas chromatographic analysis of urine as an initial investigation which will reveal most of the varieties of this complex group of disorders.
This account is a very competent survey of what is reported in the literature on this subject, but the touches that come from practical experience are sadly lacking. Moreover, clinical features, some of which can be crucial in reaching a diagnosis, are often missing. Most who have a specialist interest in the subject will wish to have this book, which is extremely well prepared and reasonably priced. However, for those less weIl informed, it makes the subject appear deceptively, even dangerously, simple.
D NOEL RAINE
Consultant Chemical Patholoqist The Children's Hospital, Birmingham
Diphyllobothriasis in Man. Bertel von Bonsdorff pp 189 £9.50 London: Academic Press 1977 There is a widely held view that intestinal parasites undermine the health of man by devouring a considerable amount of his food. This is generally not true since the metabolism of intestinal parasites is of a very low order. There is some diversion of intestinal nutrients to sustain the enormous burden of parasites such as Ascaris lumbricoides, which affects more than a quarter of the world's population with a total worm mass in the intestines of man of many hundreds of thousands of tons. The main nutritive disturbance caused by worms is, however, through blood loss or by malabsorption due to interference with the intestinal mucosa. Diphyllobothrium latum, the broad tapeworm that man acquires from eating undercooked freshwater fish, is unique among the helminths of man in that it selectively absorbs vitamin B I 2 into its own cuticle and, in a small proportion of infected individuals, this results in severe megaloblastic anaemia. The author of this book, Dr Bertel von Bonsdorff, has been investigating tapeworm pernicious anaemia in Finland for over forty years and has pioneered the knowledge of the pathogenesis of the tapeworm anaemia. He has had unrivalled opportunities to work with an abundance of clinical material and has been in close contact with other workers in the Soviet Union, Europe and North America. This book is an authoritative account based on personal experience. It is also a useful review of the subject with chapters dealing with the biology, epidemiology and control of diphyllobothriasis.
PROFESSOR G SNELSON Professor ofMedical Helminthology London School ofHygiene & Tropical Medicine
Biochemical Diagnosis of the Elderly H M Hodkinson pp III £5.50 London: Chapman & Hall 1977 Although the use of biochemical tests as aids to diagnosis continues to increase it is often forgotten that only very rarely can laboratory data stand alone. In most cases they must be interpreted against a background of additional information such as the patient's age and sex, current therapy, methods of analysis used and, above all, the real reason for the request. All too often some or all of this information is omitted from the request form, thereby making interpretation of the analytical result difficult, impossible, or downright dangerous, . The growing number of tests carried out on the elderly in whom special considerations apply, makes the appearance of a book on biochemical diagnosis in the elderly timely. Unfortunately, although the recent small voluJ?e br Dr Hodkinson contains so~e usef?1 advice,~cann~t recommend it either to bloche~lsts, who~I11 fi~d It facile, or geriatricians,. who might be misled I~to believing that production "of a~orrect analytical result is all that clinical biochemists are capable of doing.
Errors in proofreading (e.g, p 76) such as the conversion of the reference range for pla~ma T3 of l.a-3.0 nmolfl into 65-195' mg/l 00 ml, I.nstead of ng/100 rnl, are unlikely to do anything more serious than annoy the reader. They do, however, highlight the problems of converting one system of units into another and the possibility of misreading, and consequently misinterpreting, laboratory data expressed in numerical form.
There is no reference to the most useful piece of advice one can give to clinicians using biochemical tests, namely, the importance of filling in request forms properly and of consulting a clinical biochemist about the best tests to use to solve particular problems. Dr Hodkinson provides no evidence that he himself sought advice, in the preparation of this book, from the clinical biochemists who were presumably concerned with producing the analytical data upon which some of it was based -and it shows, VINCENT MARKS
Professor of Clinical Biochemistry University of Surrey
Influenza in America 1918 -1976 June Osborn (ed) pp 135 $7.95 New York: Neale Watson 1977 Public health is a very political subject, and influenza -virtually the last unconquered epidemic disease -the most political subject of all. It is thought, although it is far from certain, that influenza pandemic viruses come from animals. When, therefore, a swine virus circulated among 500 out of 12000 army recruits in the USA in 1976, excitement was intense and predictions of a pandemic rife. Antigenic similarity to the lethal 1918-1919virus enhanced the drama and gave a sense of historic inevitability which threatened to obscure the excellent background scientific and epidemiological information. In this emotional atmosphere, experts were asked to advise the President. They made provisions for the worst eventualities, and proposed a nationwide vaccination campaign never before attempted. This campaign ran into trouble and was indefinitely suspended; to make matters worse, the pandemic never happened. Dr Osborn et al. describe the events well and the first chapter on the 1918-1919 outbreak is of particular interest. However, the swine flu story cannot easily sustain an entire book and much of the second half is given over to reproductions of legal enactments and reports of proceedings in Congress. But the publication will interest medical men who have to explain medicine (and especially the unpredictable influenza virus) to politicians. Dr Osborn rightly says that in the prevailing circumstances no one was to blame for the debacle. But if it had proved possible to insulate the affair from politics for a little longer the final administrative judgement might well have conformed rather better to the standard of the initial scientific investigation.
A s BEARE Member ofScientific Staff, M RC Common Cold Unit
